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America has a $4.2 Trillion dollar health 
care system that does not produce health!

This is not an effective system and 
certainly isn’t healthy





The Risk of a “Pill-Centric Model”

35.6% of Americans 65 and over are on 5 
drugs or more (polypharmacy)

In the NHANES Cohort, 18.5% of patients taking 
medication for HTN were also on medications 
that cause HTN

Vitarello JA, et al. Prevalence of Medications That May Raise Blood Pressure Among 
Adults With Hypertension in the United States. JAMA Int Med. Nov 22nd, 2021.



• Pretty	much	any	anti-spasmotic
(bladder	spasm,	intestinal	spasm)

• Muscle	relaxers
• Tricyclic	antidepressants
• First	generation	anti-histamines
• Anti-vertigo	and	Anti-emetics
• Anti-psychotics
• Anti-arrhythmic
• Anti-parkinsonians

Drug	Classes	with	Anti-cholinergic	effects

Gray SL, Anderson ML, Dublin S, et al. Cumulative Use of Strong Anticholinergics and 
Incident Dementia: A Prospective Cohort Study. JAMA internal medicine 2015

Hazard Ratio: 
1.54 for dementia
for highest doses



Asking different questions….
Asking Patients…
• What is right with you vs what is wrong 

with you? (Focus on Assets not 
deficiencies)

Asking Clinicians…
• Are you a master of widgets or a 

facilitator of health? 
• Do you take care of problems or people?



EMOTIONAL & MENTAL
BALANCE 

SLEEP &
RESTORATIONPHYSICAL ACTIVITY &

STRUCTURAL BALANCE
ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION

SPIRITUAL &
SOCIAL  Community

Personal Development

NUTRITION

Health & Resiliency

Salutogenesis



Confirmation Bias

Conformation Bias



Candid Camera: Social Conformation 

Conformation Bias… Conforming to Established Cultures



Network Science Guides Salutogenic Science

Pathogenesis
Take This Pill

Salutogenesis
Find this Pattern



Pill or Process?

56 yo male with severe low back pain 
for 7 mths, Recent divorce, no red flags

Joe

New Term: Nociplastic Pain
Fitzcharles, M.-A., et al. Nociplastic pain: towards an understanding of 
prevalent pain conditions. The Lancet 397, 2098–2110. 2021



Network Meta-Analysis: Rx Treatment for Fibromyalgia

Farag, H.M., et al., Comparison of Amitriptyline and US Food and Drug Administration-Approved Treatments for 
Fibromyalgia: A Systematic Review and Network Meta-analysis. JAMA Netw Open, 2022. 5(5): p. e2212939.

FM Pain:  #1 Duloxetine120 mg
#2 Pregabalin 450 mg

QOL, Sleep, Pain, Tolerability: 
#1 Amitriptyline



Wang Z, et al. Effectiveness of Curcuma longa Extract for the Treatment of Symptoms and Effusion–Synovitis 
of Knee Osteoarthritis: A Randomized Trial. Ann Intern Med. Sept 15th, 2020.

• 500 mg BID with 20% 
Curcuminoids (Can go up to 
2 gms BID)

• Dose with pepper  (piperine)
• 10% reduction in pain with 

improved function compared 
to placebo after 12 weeks

• No reduction in synovial 
swelling on MRI



Open Label Placebo for LBP

Carvalho C, et al. Open-label placebo treatment in chronic low 
back pain: a randomized controlled trial. Pain. October, 2016.

Dr. Powerful

Patient Education
1, The placebo effect can be powerful 
2, The body can respond to placebo 
similar to Pavlov’s dog
3, A positive attitude can be helpful 
and.. 
4, Taking the pills faithfully for 21 days 
is critical



Open Label Placebo for LBP
Pain Disability

NSAIDS

Carvalho C, et al. Open-label placebo treatment in chronic low 
back pain: a randomized controlled trial. Pain. October, 2016.



McAlindon TE, LaValley MP, Harvey WF, et al. Effect of Intra-articular Triamcinolone vs Saline on Knee Cartilage 
Volume and Pain in Patients With Knee Osteoarthritis: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA 2017;317:1967-75.



Bannuru RR, McAlindon TE, Sullivan MC, Wong JB, Kent DM, Schmid CH. Effectiveness and Implications of Alternative Placebo Treatments: A Systematic 
Review and Network Meta-analysis of Osteoarthritis Trials. Ann Intern Med. 2015 Sep 1;163(5):365-72. doi: 10.7326/M15-0623. 

§ 149 studies
§ OA of Knee
§ 3 mth duration

> > Placebo cream = Tylenol
Placebo injection > Tylenol

A shot, a cream or a pill? 
Mode of therapy and placebo.

↑ Accumulative Power and Effect Size: Practical Significance  

Power of 
Medication 

(Steroid or NSAID)

Mode of Therapy 
(Shot, Cream, Pill)

Therapeutic 
Relationship 
(clinician and 

patient)

Self-healing: 
Regression to the 

Mean



Site, Setting, 
Expectancy & 
Context Matters

Thomas KJ, et al. Randomized controlled 
trial of short course of traditional 
acupuncture compared with usual care 
for persistent non-specific low back pain. 
BMJ. 23;333(7569):623. 2006



Simotas, et al. Neck pain in demolition derby drivers. Archives 
of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation. 86: 693-696. 2005

Why don’t these people get “whiplash” neck pain?

Public = 10% Derby = 0.25%



“The sorrow that hath no vent in tears 
may make other organs weep.”

-Henry Maudsley

1. Hsu MC, Schubiner H, Lumley MA, Stracks JS, Clauw DJ, Williams DA. Sustained pain reduction 
through affective self-awareness in fibromyalgia: a randomized controlled trial. Journal of general 
internal medicine 2010;25:1064-70.
2. Lumley MA, Schubiner H. Emotional Awareness and Expression Therapy for Chronic Pain: Rationale, 
Principles and Techniques, Evidence, and Critical Review. Curr Rheumatol Rep 2019;21:30.



Acute: Sensory

Chronic: Affective

Chronic Low Back Pain 
Cost = $600 Billion/year



Ashar, Y.K., et al., Effect of Pain Reprocessing Therapy vs Placebo and Usual Care for Patients 
With Chronic Back Pain: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry, 2022. 79(1): p. 13-23.

Nociplastic Pain: Pain Reprocessing Therapy



Pain Reprocessing Therapy
• Educate about chronic, nociplastic pain that is centrally located 

üSimilar to Open Label Placebo
• Practice Mindfulness

ü Turn towards your pain and be with it, in the present moment, on purpose, without 
judgement

ü Self-compassion
• Reduce Fear

ü Pain is real but bodily injury is not a risk
ü Similar to PTSD treatment, the injury or stressful situation is no longer present
ü De-sensitize. Increase confidence of what the body can do without pain
ü Give suffering an avenue for expression

q 8, one-hour sessions, twice weekly for 4 weeks

Ashar, Y.K., et al., Effect of Pain Reprocessing Therapy vs Placebo and Usual Care for Patients 
With Chronic Back Pain: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry, 2022. 79(1): p. 13-23.



Changing the conversation for our 
Veterans:

What do you want your health for?



What Matters and Why?

The definition of hell is a place where nothing connects with nothing.
-T.S. Eliot-



“CIRCLE OF HEALTH”

Why?

Where?

Who?



Alimujiang A, et al. Association Between Life Purpose and Mortality Among US 
Adults Older than 50 Years. JAMA Open. 2(5):2019

High Purpose

Low Purpose
(HR of Death = 2.43)



FY 17-18 
Pharmaceutical 

Costs

WH Cohorts
FY17 N= 57,459
FY18 N= 77,009



PRELIMINARY FLAGSHIP OUTCOMES: OPIOID UTILIZATION

Change in opioid use by WH user category for Veterans with chronic pain (n=114357)



https://www.va.gov/wholehealth/
Personal Health Inventory

https://www.va.gov/wholehealth/


You can now add Patient Goals to the top of 
the Problem List in our Health Record



Other Examples of Salutogenic Science in 
Action…
•IORA Health: 1:4 Physician to health coach 
ratio =   40% hospitalizations,    35% in ED 
visits.
•Keiser Permanente: ACE questionnaire with 
compassionate inquiry =    30% in seeking 
medical help



Primary Care Foundation
• Reduces fear through ongoing trusting relationships
• Incorporates context of the non-physical
• The only part of health care that improves health 

outcomes and health equity (NASEM Report, 2021)
• Results in a 15-fold return on investment
• Is a required ingredient to achieve a better balance 

between pathogenesis and salutogenesis



Salutogenesis Centers…..



Access

Access



What about Joe?

A to B to C



Social Intelligence Political Intelligence

Artificial Intelligence

Authentic Intelligence

Moral Intelligence

Big Data

Patterns within Context



When the fabric of communities upon which 
health depends is torn, then healers are called to 
mend it. The moral law within insists so.   

-Don Berwick



Thank you for the 
good work you do!

Thank you for going 
deeper into 
Salutogenic Science!


